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If the Army is going to be an adaptable and innovative force, with soldiers skilled in their specific Military Occupational Specialty, proficient in their warrior skills, and have language and cultural knowledge, the Army's noncommissioned officer professional development policies must change. This essay addresses changes needed in the noncommissioned officer's formal education and describes ways to better integrate it into career progression. The basic premise is to develop an education and certification program for noncommissioned officers that enables a noncommissioned officer to get civilian college credit for all of their military schooling, and awards a bachelors degree and appropriate civilian licensure or credentials upon completion of the Advanced Noncommissioned Officer Course. By meshing the civilian education with career progression, the Army not only improves the overall capability of individual noncommissioned officers, but uses education as an incentive to remain in the service. This recommendation requires minimal additional resources because it better utilizes existing programs such as eArmyU and tuition assistance, and integrates them with recruiting and retention programs.
TRANSFORMATION OF THE NONCOMMISSIONED OFFICER EDUCATION SYSTEM: LEVERAGING EDUCATION TO IMPROVE NONCOMMISSIONED OFFICER PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT
The Army is transforming. It is becoming lighter and more lethal. Over the past few years the operational Army has become more modular, more expeditionary, and a more campaign quality force. The Army wants leaders at all levels to be adaptive and innovative. The concept of the Army Force Generation Cycle was initiated to meet the needs of an Army in continuous operations 1 -for an Army at War. As transformation of the operational Army becomes a reality, it is now time to re-look the enlisted soldier's career development. Specifically, how can the Army leverage education with noncommissioned officer professional development -from recruitment to retirement? This re-look is needed to achieve better integration and synchronization with the ultimate goal of developing a more professional Noncommissioned
Officer Corps.
This essay examines the question: How does the Army leverage education to improve noncommissioned officer professional development to achieve a better integrated and better synchronized career development program for noncommissioned officers? The current model for retention of enlisted soldiers is outdated. Roughly 20% of the enlisted ranks leave the Army each year. 2 Furthermore, only 15% of all enlisted soldiers serve 20 years in the military compared to 47% of officers. 3 This turnover rate is unacceptable in the medium and high skill jobs held by much of the military. If the Army is going to be an adaptable and innovative force, with soldiers skilled in their specific Military Occupational Specialty (MOS), proficient in their warrior skills, and have language and cultural knowledge, the Army's noncommissioned officer professional development policies need to change.
This essay addresses one aspect of the noncommissioned officer development system that needs to change -formal education and ways to better integrate it into the noncommissioned officer career progression. This paper starts by analyzing the background of the current recruitment and retention system. This is followed by a description of lifelong learning, the current Noncommissioned Officer Education System (NCOES), and the current civilian educational opportunities offered to soldiers. Next, this paper analyzes the recent initiative by the Combined Arms Center at Fort Leavenworth to transform the Noncommissioned Officer Education System. In addition, it examines the relationship between the requirements of the operational Army and the institutional education system. This includes requirements driven by joint interoperability and homeland security / homeland defense. Finally, this paper makes recommendations to better integrate and synchronize an enlisted soldier's institutional education with career development. These changes directly impact the career progression of soldiers and their relevance and competence on the battlefield. Leveraging education provides soldiers with the technical background to operate more effectively in the current operational environment with the focus on quality over quantity. This is a strategic issue because it has broad impact across the military in recruitment and retention of soldiers. It also changes existing paradigms, and reverses trends within the Army to decrease the branch specific training.
Background
The activation of the all-volunteer force ushered in a major restructuring of the NCOES and career development structure. The time has come for the Army to move beyond the traditional structure based on an expected high turnover rate within the first five years of service and move to a structure that recognizes the need for highly experienced and highly trained soldiers. The Army's current noncommissioned officer development model is disjointed.
Recruitment and retention efforts are short sighted, branch specific institutional training is insufficient to provide soldiers the skills needed in today's environment, and civilian educational opportunities offered by the military are not synchronized with the needs of the soldier in the Army -but rather for the soldier once they leave military service. The Army is not going to get significantly larger, yet the breadth of missions continues to expand with the demands of the contemporary operating environment. The Army must leverage both its kinetic and non-kinetic capabilities. In order to do this, the Army needs to improve the quality of the soldier on the ground. This process starts at the institutional training base with the education of the noncommissioned officer.
There are currently 203 enlisted entry level MOS's in the Army. 4 The amount of training a soldier receives during a twenty year career varies by MOS. Thus the impact of transforming the NCOES system is directly related to the various occupational specialties. However, there are a number of broad characterizations that can be made in order to better define the challenges and identify a need to better synchronize and integrate the Army's recruiting and retention programs with the educational system. Out of the 203 entry level MOS's, less than 10% are considered unique to the Army -with no civilian equivalent career field. These MOS's are found predominantly in the combat arms branches. The remaining 90% are in the combat support and combat service support branches. 5 These are the mechanics that work on vehicles, aircraft, and other systems, the engineers, the medical personnel, the communications and information systems specialists, the paralegal, military police, intelligence analysts, the finance and administrative specialist, and logisticians. Occupational Specialty strength level is low, the Army offers bonuses and other enticements for enlistment or reenlistment. A recent Government Accounting Officer study points out that many soldiers recruited under these conditions are often given, or choose, a particular MOS based on incentives rather than on an aptitude or desire to serve in that MOS. As a result the quality of performance and motivation of the soldier decreases. 8 Monetary incentives are considered short-term in nature. Conversely, education and retirement are considered long-term incentives. 9 This system is short sighted and over-reliant on monetary bonuses when it could better leverage educational and other long term incentives to improve retention. enter Iraq until the environment was more permissive. As a result, combat support and combat service support units were over tasked, or critical missions did not occur due to lack of skilled military personnel to accomplish them. 14 With this in mind the senior leadership of the Army is looking at structuring the Army to sustain military operations independent of significant contract support for the initial 60-70 days of operations in non-permissive environments. 15 This is a good initiative but drives the question whether the military has the capacity and expertise to accomplish this?
Lifelong Learning and the Noncommissioned Officer Education System
At the heart of the soldier development, whether it is for enlisted soldiers, warrant officers, or commissioned officers, is the concept of Lifelong Learning.
Lifelong Learning is a connected training and education process encompassing all individual learning endeavors, formal and informal, over the lifespan; encouraging learning, growth, and achievement across personal, professional, and organizational domains; enabling access and opportunity by leveraging technology, appropriate learning strategies, and supportive training and personnel policies. 16 According to the Combined Arms Center at Fort Leavenworth, lifelong learning will provide the framework necessary to support a modular, expeditionary Army at war and meet the training and education challenges for the Future Force. It takes traditional schoolhouse instruction and the latest methodologies in distance learning and creates a blended environment that supports the soldier regardless of location. 17 The above definition represents recognition by the Army of the need to better integrate and synchronize the operational experience with institutional education. This concept also drives transformation of the current NCOES.
The current Noncommissioned Officer Education System is over thirty years old and dates back to the creation of the all-volunteer force of the 1970's. Additionally, in the early 1980s the Army did away with Specialist ranks above the rank of E-4 in order to instill a higher caliber of leadership in the enlisted ranks. At the time, this was the right approach. Leadership is a vital skill for noncommissioned officers. Over time the leadership capabilities of the enlisted force have vastly improved but as a result of this shift in emphasis the technical capabilities of the enlisted ranks have declined. 18 Emerging technologies coupled with a limited force structure necessitates reversing this trend and improve skills through increased education.
The Army's leadership development model consists of three pillars: Institutional Training and Education, Operational Assignments, and Self-Development. 19 The focus of the Institutional Training and Education pillar is to provide the institutional foundation for leader Twenty weeks of training over a period of twelve to sixteen years is insufficient to reach an acceptable level of proficiency when compared with civilian certification requirements.
Regrettably time allocated to technical MOS training is declining. Institutional training has been reduced over the past few years in order to get soldiers into operational units faster. The
Trainee, Transient, Holdees, Student (TTHS) account, the account used to track soldiers not assigned to an operational or administrative units, is constantly scrutinized by TRADOC and the Army staff to find ways to reduce the account and get soldiers back into operational units.
Institutional education becomes a victim of these reductions. This has created an environment where institutional training is viewed negatively and has resulted in reduced training and education over the past 20 years. 22 Additionally, in recent years, more common core subjects such as leadership and combat field craft have been added at the expense of technical training.
In 1995, the services adopted the Interservice Training Review Organization (ITRO), where their civilian equivalent is trained as a Level II EMT. If units want to provide a higher level of competent medical care to its soldiers they need to resource the training themselves because the Army doesn't recognize or can not afford the higher standard at the unit level. 26 In addition to increasing the amount of technical training a noncommissioned officer receives, the Army also needs to integrate institutional training with recruitment and retention efforts and leverage existing educational benefits such as eArmyU.
Civilian Education Opportunities
As The challenge is that many MOS programs of instruction are not at the level required by civilian education standards, and thus can not be included in the SOCAD program.
EArmyU has augmented the SOCAD program by creating the Credentialing Opportunities
Online (COOL) program to link Army MOS's with civilian licensure and certification. 28 The program is still being developed but it integrates Army MOS's with all state licensure and certification requirements or to a national standard where applicable. This is a step in the right direction and has direct applicability to the formal Army education process.
NCOES Redesign Initiative by the Combined Arms Center On 18 May 2005, the Commanding General of the Training and Doctrine Command
(TRADOC) approved transformation of the Noncommissioned Officers Education System. 29 The intent is to transform the structure and content of the NCOES to support an Army at War, the modular force, stabilization, and the ARFORGEN model. Changes to NCOES include additional Common Core training, redesigning the Primary Leadership Development course to be the Warrior Leader Course, and shorten the resident course for BNCOC and ANCOC to eight weeks in residence by incorporating distance learning. The following is the focus for educating noncommissioned officers under the current initiative:
1. Focus on leading and warfighting -today.
2. Develop innovative leaders capable of leading in the uncertain and complex environments.
3. Technical expertise must exist inside a warrior-first mentality.
Reinforce the foundation of ethical decisionmaking and Army values.
5. Instruction that trains leaders for the next job and prepares them for future responsibilities.
The goal was to limit resident courses to eight weeks by eliminating unneeded courses and expanding the distant learning media. As a result, the Warrior Leader Course (WLC) was redesigned to better prepare soldiers for asymmetric warfare. As part of this redesign, 39
Warrior Tasks and nine drills were incorporated into the Situation Training Exercise (STX). Third, the Noncommissioned Officer Education System needs to integrate the civilian equivalent technical training with military training based on the previously established MOS career paths. The common core subjects dealing with leadership and combat field-craft are vital for a noncommissioned officer but this instruction needs to be balanced with technical requirements of a given MOS. The current trend is to make everyone an infantryman. This approach while understandable is short-sighted and detrimental to the long-term health of the Army. As specific career paths are developed that balance technical MOS training with common core military skills, the lifelong learning concept as it applies to a given technical MOS will take shape. The Army also needs to realize there are multiple paths a soldier can take to achieve a high level of proficiency. It may be more convenient and more cost effective to the Army to have a soldier receive technical training through a civilian school offering an equivalent program. This situation is particularly true for Reserve or National Guard noncommissioned officers. The goal should be to set performance standards for technical education and give the soldier the flexibility and tools to achieve these goals. This can be achieved by recognizing that multiple paths are available to meet a given standard. One soldier may opt for a resident NCOES course combined with eArmyU courses while another may achieve the same level of proficiency through a civilian school that offers an equivalent program.
The Combined Arms Center initiative to redesign the NCOES puts increased emphasis on distance learning. This is a very restrictive standard and for some individuals it can be detrimental to their career. Not every individual has the time or resources to take advantage of distance learning. Some soldiers may not be adept at learning through the distance learning media and it may be more effective for the individual to attend a resident course. This is not to Critics will argue that increasing the education of noncommissioned officers will only increase their marketability and cause a greater retention problem. True, some soldiers will take advantage of the increased education and get out of the Army at the earliest opportunity. If the education is intertwined with career progression and soldier development over a period of twelve to sixteen years they are more likely stay in longer. This is true because the education and experience a noncommissioned officer receives over twenty or thirty years of service will afford them civilian career opportunities they would not otherwise have been competitive for.
If the Army wants a professional force it needs to make a commitment to creating a professional soldier based on both leadership and technical skills. The recommendations add little to the overall TRADOC budget in the long term, but better focus already allocated resources. EArmyU's SOCAD program and various forms of distance learning are already resourced. Integrating the program across all technical MOS's will require some additional resources and increasing the educational standards. These increases in resources are offset by a better enabled, more capable, and more innovative soldier on the ground. It will create a stable and higher quality force and create incentives for soldiers to stay in the Army based on professional development as opposed to monetary rewards.
Future success on the battlefield depends on the Army's ability to leverage both kinetic and non-kinetic means to wage war. If the US Army is going to be an adaptable and innovative force, it must develop soldiers skilled in their specific MOS, proficient in their warrior skills, and possessing language and cultural knowledge. To do this, the Army's system and organizational structure for NCOES needs to change. Career development, education and training, and recruitment and retention must be synchronized. A key to making this work is to better leverage education within the noncommissioned officers professional development.
